NY Times 
ON TELLING THE REAL KAREN SILKWOOD'S STORY 
Jan 8, 1984 — 


To the Editor: 


In trying to draw the boundaries for movies based on real events, your Dec. 25 editorial about 
"Silkwood" clouds the distinction between documentary, which you uncontroversially state to be a 
medium of journalism, and "docudrama," which you castigate for breaking the rules of reporting. 


You state that by using real names the film purports to be a documentary account. And then, as though 
suddenly aware of the trouble you are getting into, you attempt a distinction of your own, between 
films about "contemporary" events and films about "historical events," allowing to the latter "certain 
accepted licenses to fit the material into a play or film." 


You assert that contemporary events like the death of Karen Silkwood (1974) "are not history, though 
they may become so." You do not tell us when this interesting metamorphosis might occur, but your 
solution for the present would be to change the names and offer the film as fiction, a surprising 
recommendation that plays into the hands of films (and books) that make hay with contemporary 
events behind a legalistic hedge that is there to be seen through. Interestingly, "Silkwood" nowhere 
makes an assertion as confident and as unsupported as your own single contribution to specifics, that 
the quality-control photographs of the fuel rods had been touched up to conceal dust spots, not defects. 
This letter, however, is not to argue that point or to make others about the many disquieting 
circumstances surrounding Karen Silkwood's death. It was the manner of her life that marked her out, 
for history as well as for journalism. A documentary would be one way to show why this was so. 
"Silkwood," a film with actors and dialogue, is another, and your initial compliments for the film as 
drama are gratefully received. MIKE NICHOLS New York, Dec. 28, 1983 


The writer is the director of "Silkwood." 


